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There is a new rule on the beach up on Lake Superior. It is a self-imposed rule, at least for the two or three of us that walked it each day. We just got back from a two-week get-away at our cabin. We are fortunate enough to have good friends that live a mile down the beach, and it became a daily, morning, ritual for one or the other to walk down, pick up the other, walk back, and then the other would return. I should say that it was a daily ritual for Karla and our friend. I horned in on it once in a while.

What we discovered is that it was very easy to use that time to complain – to complain about politics, to complain about education, probably when I wasn’t there it was an opportunity to complain about spouses. It is easy to fall into the pattern of complaining. So a new rule was made. Any time you wanted to complain about something you had to say five good things about that same thing. So if you wanted to complain about the political process, you had to come up with five good things about the political process. If you wanted to complain about health care in the U.S., then come up with 5 things that are good about our health care. If you wanted to complain about the church. . . oh, wait a minute. That wouldn’t apply. No one complains about the church.

I don’t know what it is about our culture, but we do have a tendency to feel free to complain about something if it is not to our liking. As if our preferences and our opinions are the only ones that really matter.

That’s why I marvel at Paul – especially in this letter to the Philippians. Now there was a time in my theology when I wouldn’t give you two cents for Paul. Maybe I have mellowed. Maybe I have a better understanding of who Paul was, what he was trying to accomplish, and the challenges that confronted him. Maybe it is kin to how parents get smarter the older we get. Maybe the wisdom of Paul became more evident in the maturation of my own faith.

Whatever it is, if anyone had the right to complain it was Paul. Called by Christ, driven into mission work, abandoning his status for the work of Christ – misunderstood, mistreated; in prison while writing this letter to the church in Philippi. Awaiting his trial, for all he knows he may not have long to live. And yet the first thing he says in the opening of his letter to the Philippians is, “I rejoice.” Paul gives thanks for even his current situation and rejoices in how even it can proclaim the truth that is in Christ.

Paul doesn’t take the time to complain, and then come up with five good things to balance it. He simply understands that in all things, God is working for good, even if it is not to our liking. And so he encourages the Philippian church in our lesson this morning with these words:

So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any incentive of love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. (2:1-2)

To what end? So that they might be a light to a generation that is in the dark. To accomplish that, Paul says, “do all things without grumbling” (2:14). “Do nothing from selfishness, or conceit, but in humility count others better than yourself” (2:5). “Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.” (2:6)
And then Paul breaks into one of the most famous Christological formulations found in the Bible: “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, . . .and being found in human form, humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross.” (2:5-8)
Paul’s ministry may very well be near the end, and he knew it. But if the light of Christ was going to continue in the world then he had to take this people, who up to this point had been consumers of the faith, and turn them into the sales force of the faith. The word that the church has historically used for a salesperson of the faith is “evangelist.” Paul wanted his friends of Philippi not just to consume the faith, but spread the good news of the faith, evangelize the faith, and the best way to do that is without grumbling, with a selfless attitude, making sure other’s interests are as important as your own.
Evangelism! The church hasn’t used that word much of late. Maybe because we have been through a generation when the face on popular evangelism has been riddled with self-interests and egoism, the very thing Paul warns against. It is, therefore, a faith that has mimicked culture whose first concern is, “What’s in it for me? What do I get out of it?”

And so we have lost a very good word – evangelism. How do I know it is a good word? Because when the church began to shy away from it, the secular society picked it up.

I was reading an article that reviewed a new book titled, Forces For Good: The Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits, by Leslie Crutchfield and Heather McLeod Grant. It caught my eye so I went out and bought it. It caught my eye because the title seemed so close to the book we have been studying around here and one I hope more of you will read, and you have heard me talk about it. In fact I will begin a sermon series on it in September, which is titled The Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, by Bishop Robert Schnase. “Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits,” “Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations.”

Here’s the interesting thing: in The Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations, not one practice is headlined with any form of the word evangelism. But in the secular Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits, one of the six practices is titled, “Inspire Evangelists.”

And it is not just nonprofits that are talking about evangelism. When I was talking about this with the staff, Tim remembered that one of Apple’s original employees was Guy Kawasaki. Wikipedia states that Guy was responsible for marketing the Macintosh in 1984, and is noted for bringing the concept of evangelism to the high-tech business. They are not talking about bringing the Gospel of Jesus Christ to Silicon Valley, rather marketing by focusing on creating passionate user-advocates for the Apple brand.

I was talking with David Crumm about this and he said, “Oh yes.” He was at a conference in New York earlier this year and the words they use for it are “Consumer Evangelism.” A word that belongs to the church and from which we have shied away is gladly being taken up by society.

And it works! Who sells you on a Mac computer? Really! Do those little Mac and PC commercials really help you decide? Now it helps to have a good product. But there are a lot of good products out there. What Apple has succeeded in doing is making evangelists out of its consumers. It’s almost embarrassing. They exude a joyous passion. Now I have run into passionate PC users, and I hope not to offend anyone, but their passion is not filled with the same kind of joyous enthusiasm. It is more of the “grumbling” type that Paul warns against. They are not as excited about what the PC can do as much as complaining about the hype of Apple. It is all glitz and glamour they complain. The real work gets done by PCs. Besides, our society’s platform is the PC. Almost everything is built around it. To do anything else you are bucking the norm, you are messing with what we are used to.

There is truth in that. It is hard to be a Mac in a PC world. Sometimes it is not easy making the transition. There are a few of us who have gotten Macs as office computers. Our server is PC based, and while they work together, it is not as seamless as having a PC computer. What’s worse, my Treo, Palm’s version of the Blackberry, phone, and PDA all in one, would no longer sync to my computer. It was supposed to with this third party software, but it didn’t. What was I going to do?

Well, Tim over here, whips out his iTouch and begins evangelizing its advantages with a great deal of enthusiasm and confidence. It wasn’t long before I had one. Now in reality we both want the iPhone. It’s cool. But our cellular provider doesn’t carry the iPhone, so the iTouch is the next best thing. It’s not easy being Mac in a PC world, but it’s worth it.

And that is something that Paul knew even back in the first century. Or something like it, anyway. As a new revelation of God in Jesus the Christ, Christianity had its work cut out for it to lend its good news in the midst of a world that observed other religions for thousands of years, as well as contending with an empire that wanted your full allegiance and to treat the emperor like God. So why even try to Change? Because of what happens when you experience the love and grace of God in Christ, when it becomes evident that God is always working for good. A meaningful life is experienced when living for others. When one becomes a recipient of the love of God, you just can’t help but become a spokesperson for that love.

Within Paul was the extreme joy in the experience of the love and grace of Jesus Christ, which superceded anything the world could offer. He experienced an iPhone when the rest of the world was still using flip-phones. And he couldn’t contain his euphoric exuberance, and he became an iPhone evangelist, a consumer evangelist. The consumer became the salesman.

There is another aspect of this technological analogy that I don’t have time to get into now, but on which Reverend DeeAnn Lowman gave an excellent sermon. DeeAnn Lowman is one of the pastors at Foundry United Methodist Church in Washington DC. The Crumms had a chance to hear her sermon in person last week when they took Megan to Wesley Seminary. David was telling me about it and you can read it at Foundry’s website.

Reverend Lowman was commenting on some of the joys and concerns of modern technology, but was extolling the ability of this generation to participate in social networking, staying connected even in this time when people are so mobile and transient. Time and space and location are no longer barriers for two or more to be gathered.

In Paul’s dreams. In fact I am not even sure Paul could dream of such a time. But he would be absolutely ecstatic, because for Paul staying in community was a priority, even when he was in jail. Can you imagine what Paul would have done if Facebook had been available to him?

As it was, Paul knew something that the post-modern secular world gets, but the church needs to relearn. The power is in the people and in their social networking. Paul is in jail. Maybe he will be there a long time. Maybe he will be sentenced to death. If the church in Philippi is going to exist, then the consumers of the faith must become the sales force. “Therefore,” Paul says, “do not grumble, do not be selfish. The good news of Jesus Christ is now in your hands. Our success is up to you.”
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